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L.ORDS OF LIFE

By H.R.H. Prince Chula Chakrabongse.
London, Alvin Redman, 1980, 352 pp.

This book, which hag an execllent and dizeerning introduction by the hirterian,
H.R. Trevor.Roper of Cambridge, has been deseribed as the official, standard history
of the Chakri dynasty and of Bangkok., The anthor, Prince Chuala, is himeelf & mem.
ber of the Chakri family end o grandson of King Chulalongkern. He is a journalist
by profession and a historian in his own right, having previously puhlished several
treatises in the fieldg of history and biography.

The author relies, thronghout the work, mainly on Thal soarces published and
nopublished but he draws also upon English and French sonrces. The agthor’s concern
for acecuracy and attention to detail arc cvident throughout. His intimate knowledge
of the subjsct matter together with a e¢lear and descriptive proge style combine 1o make
thigs a highly readabls and informative book.

'fhe first chapter, entitled “ Before” provides the historical perepective from
the beginning of the history of the Thal race np to the fall of Ayndhia in 1767, The
main body of the work follows, with a chapter on each of the Chakri kings dmmp: the
period of absolute monarchy (1782 to 1932), The concluding chapter,  After” gives
8 eketchy agecount of Theilapd in the period of constitutional wonarch (1932-1959).
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This book is of considerable interest to the sludent of public administration.
Af absolute monarchy, the Chakri kin g8 wire both rnlerg and administrators. As time
went on the practice grew of selectine minjsters from armoug the numerons princes of
the dynasty. Chakri role in Siam eoincided with that period when most of tlie coun-
tries of Agia came under the colenial demination of the West, That Siam was able to
maintain ite indeperdence and celf rule during this critieal pericd was due largely to
the gagacious and prudent policies followed by the Chalkrel kingd, Thir is often held
up ad their ontstanding accomplishment.

It is algo a matter of vecord that the roval incnmbents of the period were de-
voted, responsible and for the most part, bighly competent, administrators with many
gignificant, if less known achicvements to their eredit, The revision of the Codes of Taw
under Rama 1 is oxe of these. Others mav &lso be mentjoned: the farming ont of taxes,
the diecriminate nse of foreign advisore, the practice of gending royal princes to Europe
for their edueation.

A notable administrative accomplishment thronghent this ruling family’s hig.
tory has been its identification with and roppert of the Buddhist faith, Evidences of
thig are the formidable task of rewriting the Tripitaka nndertaken by Rama I; the
gucceesive efforte of kings to clevate monartic stardards of learuing and direipline: the
large proportion of the royal revenncs and artistic talent devoted o the congtruction
of elahorate temples and viliarax: the eelection of the Buddhiet priesthond ag & voeation
for succeeding generaticns of voyal prinecs, scme of whom were later to become kings,
The reader is impressed at the same time with the tolerant poliey lowards, and even
active support for, miporilty religions greups in the kingdom, @ policy which the go.
vernment has continued to the present dav.

Tho overthrow of the absclnte monarchy in 1932, which was followed by the
voluntary abdieation of King Prajadhipok, was 4 revolution only in the senge that there
waB a change in the leeation of political anthority, Otherwise it reenlted in no sndden
break with the pust, "Members of the Royal Family have continued to play on active
part in the governmental, goeial and intellectual life of the kingdom. Governmental
activity pince the period of absolutc monarchy hag greatly increaged in geope, Top
leadership has been subject to ovecasional and eudden chanpes through the device of
the coup d’etat, Nevertheless the internal znd external policies of the government
have maintained a remarkable continuity with the past. The monarchy still provides
moral leadership to the nation and it eemtinnes to lwold 8 high place in the respect and
veneration of the people,

Prinece Chula’s chronicle, while acknowledging the inevitability of constitn-
tional monarehy in 8iam, nevertheless ereatey an atmosphere of postalgia for the davs
now past when the Chakri family were indigputably in control; when they provided
not only the moaral but the political, soeial and intellectual leaderghip of the people
and when they could truly be called the * Lords of Lifo,”

Cecil C, Brett



